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Abstract 
Educational psychology is often perceived as a necessary component in teacher preparation due to its unique 
contribution about the learner and about the learning and teaching process. The purpose of this study was to 
LQYHVWLJDWHVWXGHQWV¶Yiews and needs of studying educational psychology as there was very little work to assess the 
YDOXHRIVXFKDFRXUVHIURPVWXGHQWV¶SHUVSHFWLYHV Twenty-seven undergraduates were studied. 6WXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQV
were studied through a questionnaire and studeQWV¶self-reflection portfolios describing their own learning journey in 
the course. 7KHSUHVHQWILQGLQJVVKHGOLJKWRQVWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHLUQHHGVDQGLQWHUHVWLQVWXG\LQJeducational 
psychology. 
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1. Introduction 
The role of educational psychology in teacher education has been discussed in the literature. Due to its 
unique contribution in the theories, research and applications of the psychological knowledge about the 
learner and about the learning and teaching process, educational psychology is often perceived as a 
necessary component in teacher preparation (D¶Agostino, 2001; Poulon, 2005). Important as it appears, 
WKHUHLVYHU\OLWWOHUHVHDUFKDERXWVWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQLQWDNLQJHGXFDWLRQDOSV\FKRORJ\in teacher 
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preparation programs, not to say in non-teacher education programs. Knapp and Seifert (2005) did an 
extensive search using PsycINFO, ERIC, and 20 journals related to the teaching of educational 
psychology, education, and teaching over a period of 10 years. They found only 50 articles relevant to the 
teaching of this discipline. The author of the present article conducted another literature review from 1991 
to 2010 and also found that there were very few research studies in the area.  Without good research, one 
cannot be sure about the effectiveness and usefulness of what we teach. As Kiewra and Gubbels (1997) 
argued, ³«..instructors and textbook authors (of educational psychology) are resident experts in learning 
and teaching. ««if educational psychologists cannot affect their own course, they cannot possibly affect 
courses taught by others´(p.222). Hence, there is a need for more research which addresses both the scope 
and teaching methodology in the teaching of Educational psychology, particularly from the students¶ 
perspective. The present study is an attempt to fill this gap. 
 
2. Method and Findings 
Past research has found wide variations among the topics covered in educational psychology 
textbooks (Snowman, 1997). Recent articles on the teaching of educational psychology seem to focus 
more on specific teaching methodology, such as using narrative for teaching (Seifert, 2009), selecting 
picture books as a basis for teaching theories (Zambo & Hansen, 2005 ) and using technology-enhanced 
feedback (Harper, 2009). The question is to what extent the topics covered and the teaching methodology 
adopted match students¶ needs and interests. Students have often doubted the value of studying 
educational psychology and think it is too theoretical (Woolfolk, 1996; Snowman, 1997). Woolfolk (2000) 
studied the trend in the teaching of educational psychology in the past decades and found that it had 
moved away from simply covering psychology topics in educational settings towards more relevance 
related to the classroom. This might be a partial response to students¶ needs for relevance. Other previous 
research studies also found that it was important to establish the relevance of a course in order to motivate 
students (Feldhusen, 1970; Keller, 2000; Kember, Ho & Hong, 2008). Based on these findings, the 
present study examined (1) students¶ perceptions about the relevance, importance and interest of studying 
different topics in educational psychology; (2) students¶ perceptions of effective teacher characteristics 
and teaching strategies.  
2.1 Method 
 
Twenty-seven undergraduates in an undergraduate English Language Studies program were studied. 
Among these students, 71.3% were enrolled as double-degree students in a pre-service teacher education 
programme. The majority were Chinese students (77.8%) aged 19 ± 21 (85.2%), with 22.2% being males. 
These students had to take educational psychology as a compulsory core course. For the remaining 
subjects in the sample, they took this course as an elective. This was a year-long course. Part One of the 
course was offered in the first semester and covered basic research methodology and theories and issues 
in child and adolescent development. Part Two of the course was offered in the second semester and 
covered theories and strategies related to teaching and learning. Since Part One of the course did not 
appear to be directly related to teaching and learning, the present study investigated sWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQV
WKURXJKDTXHVWLRQQDLUHDQGVWXGHQWV¶self-reflections in their learning portfolios describing their own 
learning journey in the course.  
 
The questionnaire was specifically designed for this study. Students had to choose from a 5-point 
Likert scale, with 1 being ³very low/ strongly disagree´ and 5 being ³very high/ strongly agree´. Part One 
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of the questionnaire investigated VWXGHQWV¶YLHZVDERXWWKHUHOHYDQFHLPSRUWDQFHDQGLQWHUHVWRItopic 
areas and of the overall content of the educational psychology course. Part Two of the questionnaire 
investigated the extent to which the listed teacher characteristics and teaching strategies had changed their 
perception of the relevance and interest in the course. It was designed based on existing literature on 
effective teaching and learning. 7KHOHDUQLQJSRUWIROLRZDVDWDVNLQSDUWRIVWXGHQWV¶DVVLJQPHQWVLQ
which they had to review their learning journey and write a brief self-reflection after completing the first 
semester in this year-long educational psychology course.  
 
2.2 Results 
 
2.2.1 Questionnaire findings 
 
The questionnaire was analyzed using SPSS 12.0 for Windows, a statistical software. From the 
questionnaire findings, among 6 areas covered in the first semester in the educational psychology course, 
in terms of relevance, importance and interest, students ranked social emotional development highest, 
followed by personality theories, and then by issues and theories relating to intelligence. Research 
methodology and design was accorded the lowest ratings (see Table 1). The ratings among relevance, 
importance and interest within the same topic area were quite similar, except for ³research methodology 
and design´. Students seemed to perceive this area as moderately relevant (3.22) and important (3.37) but 
had little interest in it (2.93). 
 
Table 1. Students¶ perception of the relevance, importance, interest of different topics in the course 
(5-point Likert scale; 1:³very low´ and 5: ³very high´) 
 
 
Topic area 
 Mean rating  
Relevance Importance Interest 
Research methodology & design 3.22 3.37 2.93 
Cognitive development theories 3.70 3.70 3.78 
Theories and issues relating to intelligence 3.48 3.59 3.67 
Theories and issues of language acquisition & development 3.44 3.44 3.22 
Child & adolescent development : Personality theories 3.67 3.78 3.96 
Child & adolescent development : Social & emotional 
development 
3.81 3.96 3.74 
Child & adolescent development : Moral development 3.44 3.63 3.78 
A course on educational psychology in the program in 
which I have enrolled 
3.59 3.48 3.52 
 
 
In terms of teaching methodology and characteristics of the teacher which changed their perceptions 
of the educational psychology courseVWXGHQWVLQGLFDWHGWKDWWKHWHDFKHU¶VH[SHUWLVHNQRZOHGJHZDVWKH
PRVWFUXFLDOIDFWRUIROORZHGE\WKHWHDFKHU¶VUHVSHFWIRUDOOVWXGHQWVWKHWHDFKHU¶VHQWKXVLDVPDQGKHU
attempt to engage all students. The positive learning atmosphere and the use of a variety of active 
learning experiences were equally important in bringing about the change in perception (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Students¶ perception of  the teaching methodology and characteristics of the teacher 
(5-point Likert scale; 1:³strongly disagree´ and 5: ³strongly agree´) 
Item Mean rating 
Use of strategies that enable me to connect what I learn to real life 3.75 
Use of examples in the current news 3.42 
Use of local examples in the teaching materials 3.86 
7KHWHDFKHU¶VDWWHPSWWRUHODWHWKHRU\WRSUDFWLFH 3.94 
The teacher has confronted some of my previous ideas about the topics covered 3.79 
There was opportunity to learn through discussion 3.88 
There was opportunity to learn by asking questions (in class or via other means) 3.88 
There were interesting activities in this course 3.96 
The enthusiasm of the teacher 4.16 
The expertise knowledge of the teacher 4.27 
There was a variety of active learning experiences 4.06 
The teacher attempted to engage all students in class 4.15 
7KHWHDFKHU¶VUHVSHFWIRUDOOVWXGHQWV 4.25 
The use of multiple assessment strategies (e.g. self- and peer evaluation, essay-writing, 
group presentation, learning portfolio, etc.) 
4.06 
The continuous assessment approach (e.g. self-test, quizzes, work sheets, in-class 
reports, etc.)  
3.94 
7KHWHDFKHU¶VSUHVHQWDWLRQVNLOOV 4.15 
The positive learning atmosphere 4.15 
There was opportunity to discuss preparations for exams and coursework 3.91 
It was clear what was to be learned 3.91 
Feedback was given about my learning 3.91 
 
 
2.2.2 Students¶ learning portfolio findings 
 
    In analyzing students¶ learning portfolio, Boyatzis¶ (1998) and Graneheim and Lundaman¶s 
(2004) procedures were followed. The portfolios were read through once by the author and 
researcher of this study. In order to enhance reliability, a research collaborate familiar in 
psychology and in research analysis read through the portfolios separately. Both the author and the 
research collaborate generated themes.  With these themes, the portfolios were reread and 
subthemes and codes were created within the themes, the themes were adjusted and refined in the 
process. Then the author and the research collaborator met, compared notes and discussed initial 
findings. After discussion, a final list of themes, categories and coding method were decided. The 
portfolios were separately analysed. The two met again to compare results and discuss any 
omissions or discrepancies so as to reach agreement. these steps of using double coding, 
independent judgments, comparing results, revisions of coding, and reaching agreement are used to 
maximize reliability in the qualitative analysis. The themes and subthemes were coded and counted. 
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The analysis yielded 6 main themes and 7 categories (see Table 3). Students most often (133 times) 
discussed effective teaching strategies employed in the course as an important experience in their learning 
journey. They also discussed what they saw as the value of this course (78 times). The course also made 
an important impact on their learning strategies and study habits (76 times). Fourteen of the twenty-seven 
subjects wrote on how this course changed their misconception.   
 
Table 3. Frequency of themes and categories in the student portfolios 
 
Theme/ subtheme Total occurrences 
Change in misconception 26 
Learning strategies & study habits 76 
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Effective teaching strategies 133 
Project skills 16 
Application value 78 
Topics /areas mentioned  
research method 6 
cognitive development theories 36 
issues related to intelligence 24 
issues of language acquisition & development 3 
personality theories 14 
social & emotional development 1 
moral development 0 
 
 
The following are examples of students¶ self-reflections reported under the six themes: 
 
Change in misconception 
 
³I had no intention to take educational psychology as my elective but I had no choice because the 
university did not have any foreign language courses and those other courses that I was interested in 
clashed with my schedule. Therefore, I had to take up educational psychology which was my last 
priority. I was very disappointed. I did not think this course was going to be fun and that I was going to 
suffer unbearable boredom. But I was so wrong, and I stood corrected. Educational psychology is a 
really interesting course because it involves a lot of critical thinking and applying that to real-life 
situations is very challenging.´ (Subject  number 8) 
 
Learning strategies and study habits 
 
³I do not like quizzes as every time when I hear the word µquiz¶, µexamination¶ or µtest¶, I feel nervous. 
However, I do recommend that the self-quizzes be continued as I found them really useful. They 
helped me to know what I have misunderstood. Most importantly, they pushed me to work hard so that 
I coul keep up with the learning schedules.´ (Subject  number 20) 
 
Effective teaching strategies 
 
³In class, we always had many fun activities, discussions, videos, guessing games, etc. They aroused 
my interest in studying the theories and understanding them better. For example, there were videos 
about children trying to distinguish which cup contain more water to illustrate that children aged 2 ± 7 
may not yet be able to conserve. ³ (Subject  number 18) 
 
Project skills 
 
³The most impressive part was the group presentation. I had to do a lot once the topic was given. First, 
I had to search for information from the internet and the library. Plenty of readings had to be done in 
order to get a better understanding on our topic and complete the self-directed learning worksheets. 
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Moreover, I found that I could understand more about our topic after discussing with my group 
members. (Subject  number 21) 
 
Application value 
 
³Thirdly, Gardner¶s eight frames of mind have enhanced my teaching with different activities. For 
example, drama could be planned for students to develop their verbal, musical, bodily-kinesthetic and 
also interpersonal intelligence. « I have tried once and it worked. Students¶ improvement in 
interpersonal intelligence was the most obvious. The abovementioned theories (Erikson¶s and 
humanistic approaches) and implications help me since I am a part-time tutor in a primary school, I 
can apply them in my teaching. These examples are just some of the helpful materials, the others are 
also very useful. I gain a lot after attending this course. (Subject  number 16) 
 
Topics/areas mentioned: cognitive development theories 
 
³As I want to become an effective teacher, the constructive conception of learning and teaching 
interests me most. I extremely respect Piaget and Vygotsky as they contribute so much to education. 
Their theories can build my basic foundation to be a good teacher.´ (Subject  number 11)  
  
3. Discussion and conclusion 
 
3.1 What to teach 
 
Students accorded µresearch methodology and design¶ the lowest ratings in terms of their perception of 
relevance (3.22), importance (3.37) and interest (2.93). This was probably because most of them were 
enrolled in an education program and aspired to become teachers. When required to take a compulsory 
course in educational psychology, they might expect the course to be content-oriented, primarily dealing 
with learning, teaching, curriculum design and classroom management. They did not see the direct 
relevance or importance of other topics, such as theories related to child and adolescent development. 
Inclusion of a topic on research methodology appeared even more puzzling to them. As one student wrote 
in the learning portfolio:  
 
³During the first several lessons, I really felt quite confused about why we need to do research, why 
psychology is so scientific? I do not have any idea and concept. Why theorists have to do such 
research? However, I understand so much after finishing the preparation for presentation about 
research approaches.´ (Subject number 12) 
 
Without knowledge of research methodology, teachers will be handicapped in conducting program 
evaluation and improvement (D¶Agostino, 2001). It will become difficult to initiate evidence-based 
changes in education. Thus, this topic needs to be included despite insufficient student interest in it 
initially.  
 
It is also important for students to have knowledge about learner characteristics and needs. Hence, 
theories and issues related to child and adolescent development should be included to lay the foundation. 
Teachers of educational psychology have to show students the relevance and importance of such topics in 
the course of teaching. As Woolfolk (1996) commented: ³I believe that my students come to understand 
and value educational psychology, but not without great effort on my part and theirs.´ (p.42) 
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      3.2 Effective teacher characteristics and teaching strategies 
 
Students on the whole thought that the listed teacher characteristics and teaching strategies were 
important. They thought that the teacher¶s expertise knowledge was the most important item. Her respect 
for all students was also very important. These results somewhat echoed Feldhusen¶s (1970) findings in 
which he found students viewed an ideal professor as knowledgeable and accepting, encouraging  
discussion and participation. It was, however, interesting to note that students perceived the use of 
examples from current news as moderately useful, followed by strategies to connect topics to real life. It 
appeared that students in this sample preferred strategies which could improve their learning strategies. 
Perhaps this was because educational psychology was a new discipline for these language and education 
students and they prefered to be equipped with more appropriate learning strategies for the course. 
 
3.3 Limitations and future research 
 
The present study is limited by its small sample size. Future research should make use of a larger 
sample with subjects from more heterogeneous backgrounds. With a larger sample, future research could 
examine the needs of students taking educational psychology either as a compulsory course or as an 
elective to see if students¶ needs and interests from the two different programs are different. Courses can 
then be planned accordingly to suit students¶ needs and expectations better. A pre-post research design 
could be considered to more accurately explore changes in students¶ perceptions from the beginning of 
the semester to the end of the first semester when they have studied the course. Moreover, as students had 
to hand in the student learning portfolio as part of their assignment, though the portfolios were marked by 
an external marker, this might have affected their reflections.  
 
3.4 Concluding remarks 
 
In conclusion, the present study revealed students¶ views of what they perceived as important, relevant 
and interesting topic areas to be included in an educational psychology course. It also showed the extent 
to which students valued the surveyed teacher characteristics and teaching strategies. Students¶ learning 
portfolios shed more light on their learning journey in taking the course, their experience of the value, the 
meaning and usefulness of various aspects in the course.  
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